The use of acid or corrosive substances to wound and injure people is not new. It is a particularly despicable and offensive means often leaving victims horribly disfigured, in pain and disabled by loss of their sight. It is alas not that uncommon in the sub-continent where angry husbands, rejected lovers or ''dishonoured'' parents may seek revenge by ruining the life of a young woman. Acid is easily obtained and cheap to buy, though it should be neither, while conviction, the shaming of the perpetrator by society and infliction of a serious punishment should be. Sadly, these evils too often escape the Law or the Law proves inadequate.
Fortunately, in London, acid attacks have been relatively rare during the 20th and 21st century (though acid throwing was more of a problem in Victorian times) but recently statistics and the media reporting highlight a worrying increase in acid attacks carried out by teenage youths or young men, seemingly at random on people with whom they had no past issues or previous connection. It seems, as with other crimes of violence such as stabbings and shootings, it is likely there is a gang element. What can we do to reduce the numbers of these shocking incidents? Does the Law need tightening?
A report in The Times (20 July 2017) by John Simpson records some worrying statistics obtained under the Freedom of Information Act: 80% of 455 cases reported to Scotland Yard in 2016 did not make it to court, notwithstanding that suspects were identified in some 60% of them. Sometimes very cheap and corrosive cleaning fluids (such as can be bought for a pound) were used by squirting them from an ordinary drink bottle. As with knives, legislation needs to ensure that these materials cannot be sold over the counter irresponsibly, and should not be sold to anyone who cannot prove that they are over 18. Other suggestions include guaranteeing that such substances are sold in a thickened state so that they are more difficult to spray, throw or squirt. East London has been the scene of the highest number of these attacks carried out during the last three years. There, thin corrosive liquids are readily available to buy for little money over the counter. These attacks are hard to defend against and relatively easy to carry out-most particularly against people who have no reason to be or suspect they will be a target.
If attacked the victim must be doused with water for at least 20 minutes to reduce the effects.
What can motivate such vicious attacks? Stealing a mobile phone? A moped? Snatching a handbag or a purse? Or is it to get a power surge by knowingly choosing to arm yourself with an offensive weapon and to cause a ''grievous'' and probably lasting and disfiguring injury? A 16 year-old youth has recently appeared in court accused of attacking six victims who were all on mopeds within 90 minutes-he has pleaded not guilty. Another youth was brought to court accused of throwing acid over a man and his pregnant girlfriend whose stomach was burned. There are many other appalling scenarios and roughly two thirds of the victims are men. There is a strong suggestion that there may be internecine gang violence which would account for many such crimes going unrecorded or unpunished as victims may wish to stay off police radar.
In July there was a protest by moped and motorbike riders demanding greater protection from such attacks led by Jabed Hussain whose scooter was stolen during a spate of assaults on mopeds.
Protest -yes -but how can we effectively reduce the incidence of these crimes? Change the psyche and make young people more responsible and aware of the terrible effects of acid while they are still in school? Greater public education? Restricting access to thin and cheap corrosive liquids? Put more police on the streets? Is it coincidental that the latest figures show a rise in violent crime as police numbers are at a thirty year low while the terrorist threats remain high and cyber crime is growing? There is now an urgent need to build back a well trained police force but recruitment takes time as well as money and the Government faces many competing demands. Social responsibility should start in the home and youth clubs and after school clubs can do a lot to help but when money gets tight these are squeezed.
More uniformed police supported by armed and under cover officers on the street may succeed in reducing acid attacks and other violent crimes and at the same time achieve better prosecution and conviction rates but prevention is better than cure. The Government has issued police with large water cylinders to douse victims to reduce the corrosive effects of an attack but far better if it can restrict the sale of cheap and fast flowing corrosive substances that are sprayed or thrown from an ordinary plastic bottle as an offensive weapon. Careful thought is needed on how to license these substances whose sales should be only with a licence and on production of ID which is noted down.
However, as with any other crime, unless the perpetrator fears capture and serious punishment he will not be deterred by the less than 50% possibility of arrest and prison. Stiff penalties already exist but there are pressures to keep people out of prison where possible as they are already overcrowded, understaffed and full of drugs. Many prisoners have mental health problems which are made worse by their incarceration, bad company, lack of resources and drug addiction. Prisons at their worst are described as universities of crime compounded by serious understaffing by well trained officers so there is a pressure to give people a suspended sentence where possible. If the criminal changes tack and improves his/her behaviour so much to the goodif they reoffend they go to prison. However, in too many cases victims (and indeed the police) can feel let down by the system which has failed in their case.
If we value a good and safe society we may need to analyse the whys and wheres and to spend more-not just on law and order to contain a problem but invest in better strategies that will help to avoid it before it explodes on to our streets. We need to limit access to dangerous weapons of all kinds and run more youth activities, improve our schools, keep young people actively engaged in training and sport and pay more police and prison officers. Easy to say-not so easy to achieve.
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